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Nicaragua's "national dialogue," organized by President Arnoldo Aleman, has begun to produce
proposals on political, juridical, and socioeconomic issues (see NotiCen, 06/05/97). However, the
work of its participants was undercut by an agreement on confiscated property worked out by
Aleman and Daniel Ortega, secretary general of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional
(FSLN).
Just as the dialogue was about to begin in earnest, Aleman and Ortega stepped up their personal
attacks on each other. Aleman blamed Ortega for a new round of bloody student protests against
reduced budget allocations for higher education, while Ortega called for a plebiscite to decide if
Aleman should be ousted through a recall election.

Signs emerge that dialogue may not be taken seriously
Amid the ongoing political warfare between Aleman and Ortega, the dialogue faces the real
possibility that nothing will come of it, especially since the FSLN refuses to participate unless
Aleman gives in on the university student budget demands and other issues supported by the
Sandinistas. In early August, dialogue coordinator Roberto Calderon said the effort will not succeed
unless Aleman and Ortega renew the bilateral talks that ended FSLN-led protests in April and
culminated in the dialogue (see NotiCen, 04/24/97).
But Aleman dismissed the possibility of any more negotiations. While promising to take the work of
the dialogue seriously, Aleman has not made a commitment to turn its proposals into administration
policy. Moreover, some Supreme Court magistrates have said they will not adopt any reforms of
the judiciary that may emerge from the dialogue. Further weakening the dialogue's chances of
achieving a national consensus was the formation of another forum (Foro Nacional) by opposition
party leaders, including Jose Leon Talavera of the Movimiento Nueva Fuerza, Noel Vidaurre of
the Partido Conservador de Nicaragua, and Luis Humberto Guzman of the Partido Democrata
Cristiano. Talavera said the forum's goal was to work out its own proposals on governability.
Nevertheless, dialogue participants have made several proposals. One would reform the justice
system by speeding up the judicial process and revising juridical procedures and penal codes. They
also gave support to an administration plan to refocus economic policy. The plan would stress job
creation as part of official economic planning, give credit and other support to small businesses and
small rural producers, and concentrate social spending on primary education, health, and housing.

Aleman, Ortega announce agreement on property bill
Despite the Aleman-Ortega struggle and Aleman's stated refusal to negotiate with the FSLN, the
most important breakthrough in the disputes that divide Aleman's Alianza Liberal and the FSLN
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resulted from bipartisan talks that took place outside the Assembly and the national dialogue. On
Sept. 5, Aleman and Ortega agreed on draft legislation to settle disputes on confiscated urban and
rural property (Ley Sobre Propiedad Reformada Urbana y Agraria). The agreement was worked out
by administration and FSLN representatives after six months of negotiations. The proposal would
settle disputes affecting 133,000 land parcels confiscated during the Sandinista period (1979-1990).
Under the proposal, the government would support current owners of small urban lots or houses
and beneficiaries of the Sandinista agrarian reform in all future disputes with original owners
(confiscados). Confiscados, in most cases, would receive compensation with funds generated by
government bonds or with property of equal value owned by the state. The proposal would also set
up arbitration panels (Tribunales Arbitrales de la Propiedad) presided over by arbitration judges
chosen by the litigants to oversee the compensation process and to correct abuses.
The proposal next goes to the national dialogue, where Aleman, Ortega, and Calderon agreed
that no changes would be permitted. When it reaches the National Assembly, there is almost no
chance the proposal will be significantly altered since the Alianza Liberal and the FSLN having a
controlling vote. The Aleman-Ortega proposal did not satisfy all the confiscados. A spokesperson
for one confiscado organization called it "an agreement between the government and the thieves."
The Federation de Confiscados countered the proposal by sending its own recommendations to the
national dialogue for consideration. However, that proposal would do little to end the dispute since
its central idea is to nullify all confiscations of private property that took place since 1979.

Aleman-Ortega deal raises governance questions
Some Assembly deputies criticized the Aleman-Ortega proposal on its merits, saying it undermined
the sanctity of private property. Others objected to the closed negotiations that produced it, which
gave the impression that the dialogue was for show and real decisions were being made by Aleman
and Ortega. Former Union Democrata Cristiana deputy Azucena Ferrey described the deal as "cogovernment" between the administration and the FSLN. Apparently irked by the way the agreement
marginalized the work of the national dialogue, Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo announced that
the church would consider withdrawing as an observer in the dialogue.
The agreement also appeared to accentuate political differences between Vice President Enrique
Bolanos and Aleman. Bolanos has mounted implacable resistance against giving any concessions
to the Sandinistas on the property issue, while Aleman clearly wants to settle property disputes
involving masses of small holders who back the FSLN even at the risk of alienating some of his
right-wing supporters. [Sources: Miami Herald, 07/20/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
08/29/97; Reuter, 09/08/97, 09/11/97; Notimex, 08/11/97, 08/12/97, 09/06/97, 09/11/97, 09/12/97; La
Prensa (Nicaragua), 07/11/97, 07/22/97, 07/23/97, 08/05/97, 08/07/97, 09/05/97, 09/06/97, 09/09/97,
09/10/97, 09/11/97, 09/12/97/ 09/13/97]
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